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INTRODUCTION 
Questioning Cyber-Utopianism in a Divided Municipalidad Indígena 
 
Image 1. View of central Sololá while driving down the main highway 
 
It was the summer of 2015, four weeks into ethnographic field school, and I had just 
joined my peers in a crowded van as we made the journey back to our various host families 
around Lake Atitlán. As we reached the edge of the department of Sololá, winding through the 
dusty curves of a steep highway, we passed milpas, corn field after corn field, and sparse towns 
dotted the landscape. The further we crept down the cliffside toward the looming, foggy gray 
lake in the distance, the more the population density increased. The rural countryside quickly 
gave way to urban concrete, bright yellow buses and red, three-wheeled tuk-tuks clogged traffic, 
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and small shops closely lined the streets selling everything from fruit and Catholic knick-knacks 
to cell phone minutes and Internet access (See Image 1). The driver dropped me off in front of 
the salmon and coral-painted municipal building, across from the park where I spent most of my 
time in the field, interviewing the local population. 
 Through my fieldwork experiences, I had learned that approaching strangers in crowded 
public spaces can be one of the most difficult aspects of ethnographic research. I was an 
obviously awkward gringa student conducting surveys alone in a bustling park, central to a 
Guatemalan town where Spanish may only go so far for indigenous Kaqchikel speakers. In this 
setting, an icebreaker might be necessary. As an ethnographic prop, I began to use Patrick 
McGrath Muñíz’s provocative painting, titled “Techno Madonna” (see Figure 1 below). Days 
before, while exploring the beautiful colonial capital city of Antigua, among the ruins of 
convents and Spanish government edifices, I visited an art gallery that housed numerous pieces 
by this Puerto Rican artist. The interpretation provided by the gallery’s label can be summarized 
as follows: much like the spread of Catholicism in Latin America, the Internet has proliferated as 
a culturally significant, revolutionary, and liberating force. I came to realize that this artist’s 
work visualized themes that related to my investigations of access to technology and the 
influence of cultural and historical context; it could be used as a conversational gateway to the 
local perspectives around these issues. When presented with a print without a label, interview 
participants were free to give their own personal responses. 
Intrigued by the parallel Christian imagery and communication technology references, 
participants gave depictions of the cultural experience of new technology. I met one university 
student studying computer science who gave a wise statement about the widespread devotion to 
technology surrounding her: 
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Figure 1. “Techno Madonna” by Patrick McGrath Muñíz 
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We have to think, what will happen after all of the technology ends, we will only have 
ourselves left. What will happen when this intelligent technology [ends], because it is not 
really intelligent, right, it is the person who arms it or disarms it who is intelligent. We 
will only have what we knew before - family, religion, customs. 
Specific forms of technology are fleeting, or temporary. Technology itself is not a holy entity, it 
is not a pure and untouched product of divine intervention like the Virgin birth. Someone 
intelligent arms it; it is constructed by humans, and therefore embedded in and proliferating in 
various rich cultural contexts, or what we knew before. In this case, Internet technology radiated 
out of hegemonic, Northern countries like the United States, and into countries of the Global 
South like Guatemala, that had their own histories and social structures. The above interviewee, 
like other locals, saw new technology as a challenge to traditional customs and beliefs, to her 
"family, religion and customs,” with potential positive and negative effects on everyday life. I 
argue that her experiences with technology and its accessibility, like the experiences of every 
other interviewee, are inseparable from sociocultural context.  
In reality, in both the United States and Guatemala, the current sociocultural context 
includes inequality by intersecting factors such as race/ethnicity, gender, and class. The 
intersectional approach is an academic perspective that acknowledges these multidimensional 
factors, especially as experienced by women of color (e.g. Crenshaw 1989). When this inequality 
persists in access to information and communication technology (ICT), a “digital divide” is 
created between the empowered and the marginalized. This paper explores how the digital divide 
is experienced and addressed by the local population of Sololá, based on my study of disparities 
in Internet access through an intersectional lens. 
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My investigation aimed to explore and describe the sociocultural factors behind a digital 
divide in Sololá, as well as the approaches of potential “Maya Hackers” (see Nelson 1996)  
aiming to alleviate the divide. Ethnographic field work targeting the local adult population 
through convenience and snowball sampling yielded data from almost 90 participants.  This 
included 64 questionnaires conducted in the local park aimed to quantify Internet access by 
ethnicity, gender, age and education level. In addition, 24 qualitative semi-structured interviews 
with sampled locals, including key informants such as educators and students, business owners 
and representatives of Maya organizations, revealed local perspectives and further themes of 
inequality. In the following chapters, my findings illustrate that there is a digital divide in Sololá 
based on factors such as ethnicity, gender and age. Furthermore, an intersectional approach 
reveals the disparity experienced by indigenous women in particular. I suggest that locals are 
actively working to alleviate divides in various ways ranging from business models to cultural 
organization, but their embeddedness in such an unequal local context limits their ability to fully 
represent the most marginalized. 
My conclusion is not a grim condemnation of the Internet or ICT. Rather, I question 
cyber-utopian rhetoric that focuses on the technology itself as a liberator and de-emphasizes the 
ever present human element that wields and distributes it. As my interviewee stated while gazing 
intently at McGrath’s painting, “it is just one more ally, right, it is like a book, if you don’t want 
it, you can leave it, don’t let it consume you.” The Internet is a tool, made within a cultural 
context. The following sections of this chapter will introduce the theoretical approaches behind 
this study and the specific context of the case of Sololá. 
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Theoretical Approaches 
 There is an abundant, interdisciplinary literature that is relevant to a study of internet 
access in a Guatemalan town. The idea of my investigation was first influenced by early 21st 
century debates regarding the possible effects of the Internet on society. Terms that characterized 
these debates, specifically “cyber-utopianism” and the “digital divide,” resonated with studies on 
gender and technology across disciplines such as technology studies, anthropology, and 
sociology. In the following sections, I contextualize and define these terms in order to frame the 
central questions of my research: is there a digital divide in Sololá, and if so, how does the local 
population experience the disparity? Gender and technology studies investigate differences in 
access between men and women -- I utilize a more multifaceted mode of analysis. The 
intersectional approach, originally developing out of discussions on the specific forms of 
oppression and discrimination experienced by women of color in the U.S., has a useful 
application in the analysis of an indigenous Maya town. Finally, I will further contextualize my 
work by providing examples of case studies that specifically address multidimensional 
sociocultural factors affecting technology access in indigenous Guatemala. 
 
“Et Noosphere Liberabit Vos”: Cyber-Utopianism and the Digital Divide 
 The Internet is a new technology that had seen global proliferation in a world fraught 
with extreme disparities in wealth and human rights. The increasing availability of mobile access 
easily leads to the widespread idea that Internet access will alleviate inequality and bring 
democratization. With this sentiment, McGrath painted “The Noosphere Will Set You Free” in 
Latin beneath the Virgin in his work to depict the Internet as the new “noosphere,” or sphere of 
human thought. The label at La Antigua Galería de Arte in Antigua, Guatemala read: “many 
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global movements, revolutions and sudden changes in society and culture have been made 
possible through the sharing of information at a global scale within the Noosphere." This was a 
widely accepted, optimistic point of view repeated in numerous academic and journalistic 
portrayals of recent international events that depicted the Internet as a kind of liberation 
technology.  
For example, many academics viewed the Zapatista indigenous uprising in Chiapas, 
Mexico of the 1990s as an electronically networked movement that may have catalyzed similar 
protests against neo-liberalism and globalization (e.g. Kahn & Kellner 2004; Cleaver 2009). 
Curran describes how outside observers, as well as general media outlets were quick to 
foreground the drama of such revolutions and the role of communications technology rather than 
the historical and social context they came out of (2010: 51). More recently, with the warming of 
relations between the United States and Cuba, journalists focused on the current lack of 
widespread Internet access on the island. For example, NPR’s Siegel and Peralta (2015) focused 
on the low Internet penetration rate as a sign of government censorship, and the pursuit of 
connections by local Cubans. Even before these recent historical developments, U.S. academics 
pointed to Castro government-imposed Internet limitations and censorship as a sign of 
oppression and a lack of democracy, assuming that greater access would empower the population 
and increase dissent (e.g. Mohr 2007). Curran (2010), Morozov (2010) and Ames (2015) 
provided analyses and critiques of such “cyber-utopian,” Internet-centrist views. Morozov 
defined this “cyber-utopianism” as the “naive belief in emancipatory nature of online 
communication that rests on a stubborn refusal to acknowledge its downside” (2010: xiii). Ames 
pointed out how ideology surrounding charismatic technologies like the Internet helped 
“establish and reinforce the ideological underpinnings of the status quo through utopian promises 
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– promises technology does not deliver” (2015: 12) This analysis of the potential reinforcement 
of oppression and marginalizing power dynamics in contrast with cyber-utopian views led 
directly to the opposing concept of the digital divide. 
 The “digital divide” rested on the basic notion that not everyone in the world had access 
to information and communication technology (ICT), and suggested that this “divide” should be 
addressed. Antonio and Tuffley (2014) provided an exhaustive listing of possible definitions of 
the digital divide that complicated this seemingly simple concept. For example, the digital divide 
might be interpreted as a disparity in access between countries of the Global North and South, or 
between individuals of the same country/community (Antonio & Tuffley 2014). My 
investigation acknowledged the multifaceted nature of the digital divide (e.g. Van Djik & Hacker 
2003), and aimed to explore how local residents of Sololá saw or experienced such disparities. 
This approach was based on the idea that disparities in ICT access might reflect broader 
disparities within a community’s local sociocultural context. The proliferation of new 
technologies like the Internet has the potential to both challenge and reinforce dominant 
hierarchies based on gender and race (e.g. Daniels 2009). I see this research into persistent 
inequalities as important in addressing the overlap between the study of the digital divide and 
that of gender and technology studies. 
 
Gender, Technology, and the Intersectional Approach 
 “Gender and technology” was another broad interdisciplinary focus that had contributions 
from scholars of women’s studies, anthropology, sociology, etc. This investigation of a digital 
divide benefited from frameworks of analysis utilized by studies in gender and technology, 
namely, research that genders ICT access and use (e.g. Wyer et al 2014; Daniels 2009; Bray 
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2007; Sassen 2002; Mellström 2009). For example, social anthropologist Ulf Mellström wrote on 
the prevalence of female IT-employees in Malaysia, working as systems analysts, programmers, 
university lecturers and web designers in the computer science industry. Her focus on the 
cultural gender roles that led women to be funneled into the ICT workforce illustrates how 
technology is “embedded” in its specific local setting (Mellström 2009). This exemplifies the 
technology studies concept that gender and technology are co-produced; Mellström takes this 
concept even further, articulating that “ethnicity and technology, age and technology, sexuality 
and technology, and class and technology” are co-produced as well (888). The Malaysian women 
she investigated existed in a multi-ethnic, nationalist setting that gave multiple dimensions to 
their experiences. Mellström took an explicitly intersectional approach, a widely accepted but 
under-utilized form of analysis that I also utilized.  
The intersectional approach has referred to a form of analysis that emphasizes the 
experiences of marginalized individuals based on intersecting sociocultural factors such as 
gender, race, and economic status. Intersectionality as a term has commonly been attributed to 
the scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw and her work on discrimination against U.S. women of color in 
the late 1980’s to the early 1990’s (e.g. Crenshaw 1989, 1991). Her assertion that “contemporary 
feminist and antiracist discourses have failed to consider the intersections of racism and 
patriarchy” resonates today, and continues to be applicable to discourses on gender and 
technology (Crenshaw 1991). In reality, Crenshaw was not the first or the only academic to 
discuss the intersections of race, class, and gender during this period. However, her work served 
as a nodal point for 1990s scholars of women’s studies and related disciplines to build 
increasingly refined approaches to this subject matter (Berger & Guidroz 2009).  
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Today, as intersectionality has been widely accepted and continuously re-examined, it is 
a necessary basis of analysis for marginalized indigenous communities such as the Maya of 
Guatemala. Works addressing the violence, inequality and oppression experienced by indigenous 
women have often acknowledged how intersecting factors reinforced this marginalization (e.g. 
Ewig 2010; Menchú 1984; Ehlers 2000). For example, I, Rigoberta Menchú: An Indian Woman 
in Guatemala, by the K’iche activist, genocide survivor, and Nobel Prize winner, gave a 
groundbreaking personal account. Menchú (1984) described her life and the Civil War years 
from a perspective that was simultaneously indigenous, female, rural and impoverished. As 
K’iche, Menchú and her family were subject to extreme violence by the state; as a woman from a 
poor rural area, Menchú faced both machismo and classism within the indigenous community 
and activist movement.  
Other scholars of Latin America and Guatemala conducted investigations of Internet 
access and use that alluded to the digital divide and intersectionality; these examples influenced 
the direction of my own research, and my intersectionality-focused fieldwork may be understood 
as building on these previous investigations. For example, Becker and Delgado’s (1998) 
investigation of Internet use by cultural movements across Latin America described the potential 
for the internet to reinforce traditional hierarchical social structures. The indigenous often have 
less access to expensive technologies, and the content tends to be Western or non-indigenous. In 
Guatemala, indigenous Maya groups have countered this marginalization through online 
activism and cultural heritage projects like “The Maya Project” (Becker & Delgado 1998: 4).  
Diane Nelson (1996) also provided strong examples of Maya activists and academics utilizing 
new technologies of the 1990’s to reaffirm their place in Guatemalan society. Nelson’s notion of 
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“Maya hackers” was especially inspirational for me as I interviewed representatives of Maya 
businesses and organizations.  
Diane Nelson (1996) metaphorically compared Maya Guatemalans who were 
“appropriating so-called modern technology and knowledges” within a ladino (non-indigenous) 
dominated social system with computer hackers who “deploy intimate understandings of 
technology and codes while working in a system they do not control” (289). Nelson used the 
term “Maya hackers” to challenge the “primitive-modern divide” that often associated Maya 
with past traditions, and hackerdom with modern technology of the Global North (1996: 289). 
Given technological advances that made new technology increasingly available, these indigenous 
social and political activists concentrated “on education, on rural development, on research and 
support for languages and other cultural expressions,” both locally and internationally through 
performance and the utilization of ICT resources (1996: 293). One given example was the 
Guatemalan Language Academy, which worked for official government recognition of Maya 
languages (Nelson 1996: 294). Maya hackers were not literally hacking as it has been recognized 
in the United States, using programming language and code to break into closed computer 
systems, but they were hacking the structure of Guatemalan society by using technology and 
social structure for the expression of Maya culture and the establishment of networks of 
information exchange.  
My investigation applies and extends this definition to some of the Maya interviewees I 
came across who were not necessarily activists, but were still involved in projects that supported 
similar efforts for the marginalized Maya communities of Sololá, either using Internet and 
computer resources or through the expansion of ICT access. It is also noteworthy that both 
Nelson (1996) and Becker & Delgado (1998) acknowledged that indigenous women have rarely 
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been included in this type of activism. This overlooked form of marginalization, with 
overlapping ethnicity and gender inequalities, also served as inspiration for the focus of my own 
work.  
 
The Case of Sololá, Sololá 
 Sololá is located in the Western Highlands of Guatemala, a Central American country 
with a notorious recent history of violence and oppression against its indigenous population. In 
addition to the legacy of Spanish colonialism, Guatemala’s 21 Maya indigenous groups survived 
genocide perpetrated by a series of U.S.-backed military governments. Subsequently, a plethora 
of anthropologists studied and outlined the injustices experienced in the region, challenging the 
global power structures that cause them (e.g. Carmack 1988, Wilkinson 2002). For example, the 
major anthropological work Harvest of Violence: The Maya Indians and the Guatemalan Crisis 
(Carmack 1988) recorded victim testimonies describing the massacres of native civilians, 
countering the dominant narrative of the U.S. State Department that vehemently denied the 
systematic targeting of indigenous people.  
Three decades of Civil War between leftist rebel groups and the oppressive regime ended 
with the 1996 Peace Accords, but the effects of such a bloody conflict were still largely 
unresolved. According to the United Nations Development Report, “advances in human 
development are insufficient and poverty and inequality overwhelm an important part of the 
population, two thirds of whom are under than 30 years old”; indicators by gender, levels of 
education, rural/urban location, and economic class reflected disparities between the ladino and 
indigenous populations across the country (Aguilar 2012: 26). This inequality between 
demographics persisted in measures of ICT access, even though the report targeted young 
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participants aged 15-29 years (see Aguilar 2012: 99-107). Aiming to shift the academic 
portrayals of indigenous groups away from total despair and victimization, anthropologist Walter 
E. Little (2009) and colleagues provided examples of Maya men and women activists working to 
alleviate these social, economic, and gendered issues. In the town of Sololá, where a vast 
majority of the population is indigenous Kaqchikel, this history and social context is palpable. 
My research aimed to measure inequality in access to ICT, but also to find local activists, 
organizations, or Maya hackers, who were addressing the issue using their own culturally 
specific methods. 
 Sololá is the capital of the department that surrounds Lake Atitlán. The ciudad, the actual 
urban center of Sololá, rests on a shelf overlooking the volcano rimmed landscape, a steep 
winding bus ride away from the actual lakeside. This is where I lived for two months, within 
blocks of the towering municipality building, the central park, and transportation hubs (See 
Images 2-4 below). The municipality includes many smaller rural towns, villages and hamlets 
such as El Tablón and Chuacruz, which are two other locations mentioned in my research. The 
Honorable Corporación Municipal de Sololá (2002:27), estimates that of the approximately 
60,000 inhabitants of Sololá, 85% are Kaqchikel, with other identifications including K’iche’ 
and ladino ethnicities, and 79% live in rural areas. I remember my own shock after a car ride a 
few miles out of my comfort zone in the city; away from the cracked concrete sidewalks and 
Internet cafés, screaming snack vendors and bus drivers, and the never-ending rush of traffic, I 
was left among the green stalks of a vast, silent field of corn and my cell signal dropped. With its 
wide range of geography, as well as the high indigenous population, Sololá is similar to many of 
the marginalized and privileged demographics the UNDP references. Barriers between myself, as 
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an American university student, and the illiterate indigenous sololateca women I surveyed who 
had never used the Internet, foretold a digital divide.  
Image 2. The municipal buildings in Sololá, featuring the Central American Tower. 
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Image 3. View of the city park from the Central American Tower
 
Image 4. View of the rural El Carmen neighborhood overlooking Lake Atitlán 
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PART ONE: THE SOLOLATECAN DIVIDE
 
Figure 2. My map of central Sololá 
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Considering the sprawling range of geography and population density encompassed by 
Sololá’s legal borders, exploring and describing the town was a daunting task. As I walked down 
one urban street I felt overwhelmed as I counted over 29 different types of businesses and 
tiendas in five to six blocks - not including the many houses in between. Early in the summer, to 
orient myself and my research, I sketched a crude map of the city center, attempting to mark 
Internet access points and landmarks (See Figure 2 above). This image demonstrated to me why 
Sololá is an important destination for locals around the lake: ICT access points, marked as an i 
(Internet), c (photocopiers), or t (technology repair), dotted the blocks encircling the central park. 
As the summer wore on, many participants were drawn from the depicted regions, and beyond.  
In this first chapter, I have drawn on my preliminary semi-structured interviews with 
educators in two local schools, which provided the first hint of cyber-utopianism and underlying 
inequality. Over 60 surveys and short structured interviews conducted in the city park gave 
quantitative and qualitative evidence of a digital divide, by social factors such as age, gender, 
ethnicity and education level (See Appendix for survey questions and participant information). In 
Chapter 2, I draw upon quantitative surveys to describe a gendered digital divide, and describe 
my first encounter with an ICT-related women’s organization. In Section 2, chapters outline 
interviews within and without the above map’s boundaries, including a pessimistic English 
teacher, a young Internet café owner, the friendly owner of a local internet provider, and 
representatives of a few technology-conscious indigenous organizations, showed how local 
Maya hackers were addressing inequality in terms of ICT access. Attempting to use an 
intersectional lens, I present the results of this research as a thin slice of the many layers of the 
Sololatecan experience. As I conclude this investigation with an analysis of the entrenched 
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marginalization of indigenous women, I propose avenues of further research needed to draw 
more definitive conclusions. 
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Chapter One: Age, Education, and a Private School Tablet Program 
 
I first interviewed school directors and teachers from one private and one public school, 
using convenient and snowball sampling methods. My host mother was a teacher, and as soon as 
she heard my topic, she thought of the new tablet program for students at the local private school 
and offered to introduce me to their director. I reminded myself that one dimension of the digital 
divide is a disparity in knowledge around ICT among social groups -- or, that a person or group 
might have access to the physical material infrastructure for ICT use, but not the “digital literacy 
skills to be effective online” (Antonio & Tuffley 2014: 674). If I were to approach the issue as 
one of literacy, I could have found out if the local education system was involved in addressing 
the digital divide. As I proceeded with this first series of semi-structured interviews, these 
educators offered perspectives on themes from access to education, to age and modernization. I 
later translated these topics into key demographic indicators in my Internet-access 
questionnaires, and compared my findings to the UNDP’s relevant Development Report from 
2012. It is my conclusion that the proponents of the private school tablet program glossed over 
the embedded inequalities experienced in Sololá and greater Guatemala, and in fact the structure 
of the program may be indicative of continuing disparity. 
The director of the private school (ciclo básico, similar to junior high school) sat across 
from me at his desk behind a laptop and smart phone, smiling in a tan suit, peach shirt and 
matching tie. As he talked, occasionally stopping to text or help small plaid-uniformed students, 
I could tell that he had made this rehearsed speech about his tablet program before. The program 
was the first in the department of Sololá, initiated one year before as a step toward the 
modernization of education. He described how the national education system seemed stagnant, 
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and “education remains the same as it was thirty years ago.” The program was meant to bring the 
school into the fast-paced, revolutionized “global society” of today. According to the director, 
his students and the general younger population of Sololá already used computers and the 
Internet for social activities outside of school, so the resource might as well be introduced as an 
academic tool. Once the parents and school officials agreed, every family was required to buy 
their student a specific tablet for personal and educational use. Students used the tablets to access 
the Internet and course material in two different classes related to communication and 
technology, while social media and other undesired content was blocked. 
From a cyber-utopian perspective, the appearance of a tablet program in Sololá could 
have been an indicator of linear progress toward modernization and globalization. From another 
perspective, it could be indicative of the socioeconomic differences between locals who could 
afford private school and tablets versus those who could not. When the private school director 
spoke to me, he implied that parents could afford the 600Q (about $78.46) for a tablet. He 
assured me that since it is so cheap now, "in our time today, the majority of houses [in Sololá] 
have their own Internet connection, with cell phone internet." Yet, the department of Sololá is 
one of the poorest regions of the country. The public school I visited had a computer lab, Internet 
access, and technology courses available to students. This was often the first encounter with such 
technology for public school students -- teachers and employees asserted that students were less 
likely to have this kind of access at home. Their school had a much higher population of 
students, and a vast majority of students were from the rural areas of Sololá. As I walked through 
the school yard, I observed girls in recognizable dark Sololá traje, the traditional indigenous 
woven blouses, belts and long skirts that vary by region and town. The subdirector estimated that 
there were slightly more female students than male, about 51% to 49%. The demographic 
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layering of indigeneity, rural origin, female identification and economic class, as an indicator of 
lesser access to ICT, surfaced as an increasingly necessary avenue of investigation apart from 
these interviews. 
Modernization and the increased presence of technology, as well as the frequent use of 
the Internet and cellular phones by younger people today, were recurrent conversational themes 
for the eight additional school employees of both the private school and public school. When 
asked, “Who uses the Internet in Sololá?” almost every interviewee answered, “los niños,” kids 
or young people. Free response survey questions and semi-structured interviews prompted by 
McGrath’s painting (Figure 1 in Introduction) repeated the theme of youths’ proclivity for 
technology and the absence of a digitally literate older population to monitor them. For example, 
pointing out the cherubic infants surrounding the central figure in “Techno Madonna,” three 
participants interpreted them as representations of modern children with the skills to use 
technology. One participant articulated that “the five angels I see here, I see how they are 
children, and currently children at an early age have a basic understanding of what technology 
is.” Six questionnaire free responses included general comments about age differences. For 
example, two ladino men aged 60 and 72 explained that they did not use the Internet because of 
“old age.” One college student interviewee described a local computer lab program she was 
designing, with the goal of teaching computer skills and responsible Internet use to children and 
parents. She was targeting disparities in knowledge based on age, “because various parents from 
here do not know how to use the Internet. The same ignorance creates these problems.” This 
prominent theme, the possible abuse of unmonitored children online, seemed to be one of the 
most concerning aspects of the proliferation of Internet access. 
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Quantitative questionnaire results might reinforce these perspectives of digital literacy by 
age (Table 1 below). About 94% of participants under 30 years old used the Internet, a very high 
majority that continued when split between indigenous and ladino/a participants under age 30. In 
comparison, 47% of participants over 30 years old reported internet use. The reported average 
daily use for participants under 30 years old was 2.22 hours more than those 30 and over (Chart 
1 below). This difference was related to the 16 participants over 30 years old who reported no 
Internet use, in comparison to the two younger participants with the same answer. Generalizing 
only by age, Internet use apparently corresponded with age group.  However, further 
questionnaire analysis shown in tables controlled for more specific intersecting demographics, 
was more revealing. 
Table 1. “Do you use the Internet?” Answers by Age 
(n=63) 
Age (Years) Yes No Total 
<30 
29 
94% 
2 
6% 
31 
100% 
≥30 
15 
47% 
17 
53% 
32 
100% 
 
Chart 1. “For how many hours do you use the 
Internet every day?” Answers by Age (n=63) 
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 Interestingly, the 2011/2012 United Nations Development Report for Guatemala 
concentrated on the younger segment of the population, aged 15-29 years. The report included a 
chapter on “The Opportunity to Learn in the Technological Era,” indicating the importance of 
ICT access and education at this age for the betterment of individuals and the community 
(Aguilar 2012: 81). There might be a common perception that young individuals are tech savvy, 
or digitally literate, but disparities in computer skills and Internet use continued between men 
and women, non-indigenous and indigenous, urban and rural, socioeconomic classes, and 
education levels in this age group. For example, 41.4% indigenous youths surveyed knew how to 
use a computer, in comparison to 63% of non-indigenous, and more drastically, 98.8% of 
participants in a high economic status had used the Internet, in comparison to 25.1% of those in a 
low status (Aguilar 2012: 103-104). Fewer women than men had used computers or knew how to 
use a computer, leading me to wonder about the statistics for poor, indigenous, young women 
from rural areas - like those who would be more likely to attend the public school down the street 
in Sololá. 
 
Table 2. Counts and Percentages of “Yes” Answers to “Do you have an 
Internet connection at home?” and “Do you have an Internet connection on 
a cell phone?” by Age and Ethnicity (Indigenous and Ladino/a) (n=63) 
Demographic At Home Cell Phone 
Total 
21 
33% 
35 
55% 
< 30 
9 
29% 
20 
65% 
≥ 30 
12 
38% 
13 
41% 
Indigenous Total 
8 
22% 
19 
51% 
Indigenous < 30 
4 
17% 
13 
57% 
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Indigenous ≥ 30 
4 
29% 
6 
43% 
Ladino/a Total 
11 
58% 
9 
47% 
Ladino/a < 30 
5 
71% 
6 
86% 
Ladino/a ≥ 30 
6 
50% 
3 
25% 
 
Once age categories were further controlled for ethnicity, like the UNDP report, 
questionnaires taken in the Parque Municipal indicate that ladino/a and indigenous participants 
under 30, and those 30 and over, reported different levels of access to home and cell connections. 
Out of all age and ethnicity combinations, only the ladino/a total and ladinos 30 and over had a 
higher percentage of home connections than cell connections (Table 2 above). While only 22% 
of total indigenous participants had a home connection, in comparison to 58% of ladinos, a slight 
majority of 51% had a cell connection. Further broken down, while 71% of ladinos under 30 
reported having a home connection, only 17% of indigenous participants under 30 had one. At 
57%, a high percentage of young indigenous participants reported cell phone access, but an even 
higher majority of young ladinos had this access at 86%. While these aspects in my own 
questionnaire might be due to smaller sample size, Guatemala’s UNDP Report indicated that 
58.7% of the indigenous and 74.6% of the non-indigenous population from 15 to 30 years of age 
have cell phones (Aguilar 2012: 102). According to these quantitative data, younger populations 
might have greater use of the Internet and greater access to cell phone connections than the 
previous generation, but this advantage might not be experienced equally across social categories 
like ethnicity. 
The divisions between ethnic groups of Guatemala are multidimensional, and connect 
back to the question of education which opened this section. Sololá’s demographic composition, 
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including indigeneity, poverty, and sprawling geography would affect both the level of education 
as well as the quality of that education. According to the UNDP summarized how “the education 
system has improved the incorporation of students at different levels, but still unfavorable 
divides exist in the rural areas, straggling departments, indigenous towns and for women and 
disabled people” (Aguilar 2012: 82). This is underscored by statistics showing lower school 
attendance by the populations falling under each of those categories. Furthermore, from a more 
intersectional lens, “rural and indigenous men and women from age 13 to 18 years have the 
highest levels of educational exclusion,” meaning low education levels and high illiteracy, as 
well as forms of exclusion within the education system that prevent full and equal access to 
education (Aguilar 2012: 87). All of these overlapping unfavorable qualities could translate into 
divides in terms of digital literacy and access to the Internet. 
Questionnaire data, divided by education level, revealed differences in Internet use and 
access to Internet devices (Table 3 below). Each participant indicated his or her highest level of 
education according to the provided scale from no education to primary, basic (first years of 
secondary, similar to middle school), diversified (last years of specialized secondary), and 
university levels of education. As education level rose, more participants reported Internet use 
and Internet access at home or on a cell phone. Participants with education levels at or above  
Table 3. Counts and Percentages of “Yes” Answers to: 
“Do you use the Internet?” 
 “Do you have an Internet connection at home?” 
“Do you have an Internet connection on a cell phone?” and 
“For how many hours do you use the Internet every day?” 
by Education Level (n=63) 
Education Level 
Uses 
Internet At Home Cell Phone 
Ave. Hours 
Online 
Total 
45 
70% 
21 
33% 
35 
55% 2.5 
None 0 0 1 0 
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0% 0% 25% 
Primary 
4 
36% 
1 
9% 
6 
55% 0.9 
Basic 
9 
90% 
6 
60% 
6 
60% 3.9 
Diversified 
19 
83% 
6 
26% 
11 
48% 2.6 
University 
13 
87% 
8 
53% 
10 
67% 3.8 
 
basic reported more hours spent online every day than those with primary level or no education. 
Apart from these indicators of physical access to ICT, another significant survey question aimed 
to investigate knowledge disparities between social groups. Answers to the question “Do you 
face difficulty when using the Internet” were counted and compared by gender, ethnicity, age 
and education level in the chart below (Chart 2). Those with a basic education level reported the  
highest majority facing difficulties, and those with university level reported the lowest. Fewer 
participants with no education or a primary level reported difficulty using the Internet, but the 
majority of these participants also reported that they do not use the Internet. In addition, of the 29 
participants who indicated difficulty, 15 expanded their answer in the corresponding comment 
section using explanations relating to knowledge disparity and illiteracy - problems commonly 
addressed through education. Therefore, it might be inferred that difficulty using the Internet 
decreased with higher education. However, such a problem might not be solved simply  
 
Chart 2. “Do you face difficulty when using the Internet?”  
Percentage of “Yes” Answers by Gender, Ethnicity, Age and Education 
Level (n=63) 
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through increasing access to education; an alternative explanation could be that socio-economic 
privilege leads to both higher education levels and more ICT experience. 
 Thinking back to my first interviews at the private middle school in Sololá, the 
appearance of a tablet program for the more economically privileged students now seemed to be 
just another manifestation of inequality -- or the digital divide. Because his students had more 
resources than public school students, and the majority of Guatemalans, the private school’s 
director could afford to assume that every family could buy a tablet for their child, and 
marginalize the few who could not. Past international nonprofits based in the United States, such 
as One Laptop Per Child (OLPC), have attempted to close this gap between privileged and 
impoverished schools by providing free or cheap laptops and tablets to the most marginalized 
students of the world. I believe that the private school employee’s view of tablets as 
modernization, like the cyber-utopian views of Americans advocating Internet access as 
democratization, aligned with theories of charismatic technologies as articulated by Morgan G. 
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Ames (e.g. Ames 2015). In her extensive investigations of OLPC programs, Ames (2015) gave 
the following explanation: 
In their often utopian promises of action, charismatic technologies are deceptive: they 
make both technological adoption and social change appear straightforward instead of a 
difficult process fraught with choices and politics. This gives charismatic technologies a 
determinist spirit, where technological progress appears natural, even inevitable. (13) 
This is not to say that the perspectives of these directors and teachers were wrong. Rather, these 
perspectives reinforced ideological norms and the socioeconomic status quo. The following 
chapter investigates how local Sololatecans challenge this status quo, first through the activism 
of a failed women’s group and the continuing efforts of ICT providers in the area. 
 
  
30 
 
 
Chapter Two: Gendering the Digital Divide with ACMCMN “Nutzij" and an Internet Café 
 
 I sat in the passenger’s seat of an SUV, as Alicia (pseudonym) drove up the central 
winding highway out of urban Sololá. When we turned off of this major road in the region of El 
Tablón, the landscape became cornfields, narrow dirt roads, and the occasional small house. At 
first, I did not recognize the unusually short stalks as maize - that summer, the plants had 
suffered through an abnormally dry season, to the dismay of local farmers. As Alicia navigated 
toward a cement block garage, her tiny daughter automatically ran out of the backseat to open 
the entrance and fasten the heavy metal doors behind us. We walked under hanging laundry, 
pinned up on lines by an elderly woman in Sololá traje, into her house. She set me up in her 
bedroom to watch videos I asked to see, on a small, staticky TV screen. Her daughter joined at 
the edge of the bed, having changed out of her plaid uniform into the smallest traje outfit, made 
up of a shiny golden blouse tucked into the common dark Sololá belt and wrapped skirt. The 
heavily used DVDs, plucked from stacks of stained, wrinkled pamphlets and personal items 
crowding the room, had the titles written in bleeding blue ink: in Spanish, “Gender Equality” and 
“Forum: We Prevent Discrimination,” by the Center for the Association of Maya Women 
Communicators, Nutzij (Asociación Centro Mujeres Comunicadoras Mayas “Nutzij” 
ACMCMN). Alicia was a former leading member of the organization, the volunteer whose 
personal phone number was posted on an outdated web page. She had graciously taken me to her 
home to see the few resources she had left, after the nonprofit lost its headquarters. 
 My field school co-director sent me an article about Nutzij (meaning “my word” in 
Kaqchikel), after I expressed frustration with my short investigation of libraries as possible free 
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Internet providers in Sololá. The only library in town, located in a single room above G&T Bank, 
simply provided books and study space for local students. I needed another idea. The 2005 
magazine article by Agnes Portalewska gave a description of the women’s ICT organization that 
seemed perfect for my research. Started in 1997 by a single foreign donation of “$50,000 worth 
of video equipment, which included four Video-8 cameras, editing equipment, and three personal 
computers,” Nutzij was a nonprofit indigenous women’s association that worked out of a Sololá 
community Internet café, training women in computer literacy skills and video production 
(Portalewska 2005). Referencing the violence and discrimination experienced by Maya women 
during and after the Civil War, and the 45% general Guatemalan illiteracy rate compared to 70-
90% illiteracy rate for Maya women, Portalewska presented Nutzij as a significant community 
effort to “close that gap” (2005). As a foreshadowing conclusion, Portalewska also alluded to the 
obstacles of sustainability and funding for the volunteer-run organization. This prompted me to 
attempt to contact the organization, to check on its status ten years after the article was 
published. I had not noticed the Nutzij Internet café when I combed the streets for my map of 
central Sololá.  Interviewing the volunteers, and observing them in action, could serve as 
important insight into the connection between gender inequality and ICT access. 
Portalewska’s statistical references concentrating on Maya women in Guatemala touched 
on a significant point: through an intersectional lens, indigenous groups of Guatemala 
experienced multidimensional forms of social inequality, and indigenous women in particular 
suffered this inequality most intensely. Generally, Guatemala had one of the highest Gender 
Inequality Indexes in Latin America, inequality that continued across social categories like 
ethnicity, region and socio-economic class (Aguilar 2012: 36). Through a more qualitative 
approach, anthropologists had spent decades ethnographically investigating how disparities 
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described in my previous sections, such as education and poverty levels, intersected in the 
experiences of Maya women of the Western Highlands. For example, Tracy Bachrach Ehlers 
(2000) focused on the added pressure of machismo for working women, whose unequal, socially 
imposed responsibilities inhibit full autonomy and entrepreneurship. As referenced in my 
previous chapter, the 2012 UNDP Report’s data addressing ICT access for young Guatemalans 
indicated clear disparities in access to computers and cellphones between indigenous and non-
indigenous participants, as well as male and female participants. My research, through 
quantitative questionnaires and qualitative semi-structured interviews with potential Maya 
hackers in Nutzij, was meant to address these intersecting demographic factors. 
            According to the questionnaires, indigenous female participants may be disadvantaged 
with material access to Internet technology. As seen in Chart 2 in Age, Education and a Private 
School Tablet Program, it seemed as though the percentage of male and female participants who 
faced difficulty when using the Internet was the same (45%). However, concentrating on 
indigenous participants, more female indigenous participants indicated that they face difficulty. 
Furthermore, when compared to both indigenous men and ladina women, fewer indigenous 
identified women indicated that they use the Internet, and fewer have home connections and cell 
connections (Table 4 below). Although it would have been useful to differentiate and compare 
these numbers with ladino men, due to convenient sampling under ten male ladinos participated 
– seven of whom were over 30 years old (see Analysis & Conclusion). Although the data did not 
show a causal relationship, these disparities could be attributed to the postulations of my 
preliminary interviews with teachers. Young female indigenous students in Sololá were likely 
rural and therefore face multiple societal constraints against technology access. The argument for 
a gendered digital divide was supplemented by the goals of organizations like Nutzij. 
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Table 3. Counts and Percentages of “Yes” Answers to: 
“Do you use the Internet?” 
“Do you have an Internet connection at home?” and 
“Do you have an Internet connection on a cell phone?” 
by Gender and Ethnicity (n=63) 
Demographic Uses the Internet Connection at Home 
Cell Phone 
Connection 
Total 
45 
70% 
21 
33% 
35 
55% 
Female 
23 
74% 
13 
42% 
15 
48% 
Male 
22 
67% 
8 
24% 
19 
58% 
Indigenous Total 
28 
76% 
8 
22% 
19 
51% 
Indigenous Female 
13 
72% 
3 
17% 
7 
39% 
Indigenous Male 
15 
79% 
5 
26% 
12 
63% 
Ladino/a Total 
13 
68% 
11 
58% 
9 
47% 
Ladina 
9 
90% 
8 
80% 
5 
50% 
Ladino 
4 
44% 
3 
33% 
4 
44% 
 
Alicia played one of Nutzij’s short films titled “Gender Equality,” a dramatic depiction of 
family life in Sololá. Set in a familiar rural backdrop, amongst the green milpas, four actors in 
traje performed the story of an angst ridden, rebellious teenage son who refused to do “woman’s 
work” to help his overwhelmed mother. After intimate conversations with his grandmother and 
father, he began to comprehend the abuse and discrimination indigenous women experienced 
both in private and public spheres, and he eventually learned to respect the women around him. 
As the story ends, the screen pans out to reveal an audience of mostly older men, likely attending 
one of the community workshops conducted by the nonprofit across Sololá. As I took notes, 
Alicia ejected the DVD and replaced it with another, this one a montage of speakers in a forum 
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discussing various forms of discrimination. She took the remote and began fast forwarding 
through the segments in Kaqchikel, and I asked for more details about her nonprofit. She wrote 
her contact information on one of the aging, wrinkled informational pamphlets, and met with me 
again the next day. 
Years ago, Nutzij was a thriving collective, conducting local workshops in the 
community and participating in international film festivals abroad. Their instructional videos and 
courses, translated into Spanish and local indigenous languages, included a range of topics like 
the advantages of ICT, camera operation, Internet use and navigation, agriculture, municipal 
administration, medicinal plants, countering racial discrimination, and women’s empowerment 
(see Figure 2 below). One documentary film, detailing the Peace Accords that ended the Civil 
War, was commissioned by the UN Peacekeeping Mission in Guatemala, and shown at the 2004 
Indigenous Film and Video Festival of the Americas in Chile. However, ten years later, Nutzij’s 
relationship with the original donor has deteriorated, and the essential funding from various 
European human rights organizations has dried up. In the words of this key informant, “we have 
the cameras, we have the computers, but what we are looking for now is rent and to work.” 
Nutzij no longer operates, and their headquarters no longer exists.  
This was the rise and decline of the sole specialized, female operated, local effort to 
empower Sololatecan women through greater ICT material access and necessary skills. Alicia 
describes Nutzij as the first Internet center in Sololá. Now there are many, like the Internet cafés 
now lining the urban streets downtown, but Nutzij was “the only association that gave the 
Internet service to the people of Sololá” for free. When asked about similar communications 
organizations, Alicia referred me to others “that are private and also make videos, but they are 
not directly from women … there are men, they are individuals.” Later, she would take me to 
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meet interviewees from a cultural organization that still functions today: Centro Cultural Sotz’il 
Jay (See Venturing to El Tablón and Panajachel). Meanwhile, I started to re-think my experience 
with a local Internet café down the street from my host family. Alicia gave me the first clue that 
the contemporary, for-profit Internet providers around town might be gendered spaces. 
 
Image 5. Nutzij pamphlet. The former European funding sources are blacked out in marker. 
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Chart 3. Time Allocation Observation of an Internet Café. 
Depicts number of male and female visitors counted every half hour from 2:00pm - 6:00pm 
one summer afternoon. 
 
 
 Considering the decline of a community based, gender conscious Internet resource, and 
prevalence of commercial sources, I became interested in the possible change in gender 
dynamics in such spaces. Nutzij was operated by women, for women, while almost every 
Internet café I knew seemed to have a male cashier/owner. Late in my field studies I performed a 
time allocation observation at an café located within a block of the park. It was a small shop-
style building, open to the street, covered in bright, professionally designed banners advertising 
“Technology at your fingertips.”  This particular venue provided access to the ten desktop 
computers lining two opposite walls, equipped with Internet access and Microsoft applications. 
The cashier operated a much larger, multi-screen desktop at a wide desk at the back, charging 
customers a rate of 4Q an hour for computers, and offering printing and repair services. 
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According to the six questionnaire participants and college student interviewees who indicated 
Internet café use, these services are utilized when the client might not have their own Internet 
service at home or on their cell phone plan - almost as a last resort. The cashier knew me as a 
previous customer, having visited only when my host family’s wifi connection went down. I 
visited the same location over two days, for a total of seven hours, and sat on a stool by the front 
entrance counting customers. As I systematically jotted down notes about the appearance and 
actions of visitors and the cashier, I hoped to learn about the typical customer in need of such 
services.  
During my period of observation, gender suddenly became visibly relevant in the context 
of the Internet café in two particular ways. First of all, over a four hour time allocation 
observation one afternoon, 50 visitors entered the establishment. Of the 50, 35 were identified 
(through my own observation of their appearance) as female, and 15 male (see Chart 3 above).  
Secondly, of the eight customers who received computer/internet operation assistance from the 
cashier, seven were female. This second point could be due to the overall female majority, but 
when contextualized this observation is a possible indication of a disparity in knowledge and 
material resources experienced by women in Sololá. Women definitely use the Internet in Sololá 
-- I witnessed this fact in the Internet café, and in my questionnaires (where 74% of female 
participants indicated Internet use). This did not disprove a gendered digital divide that 
marginalized women, but instead brought up important questions about the implications of home 
access versus café access. If these women are the primary customers for Internets, a place for 
cheap Internet access and assistance from a male provider, the same women might not have 
regular computer or Internet access at hand or at home. Faced with the public absence of Nutzij, 
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I searched for more local businesses and organizations that might be attempting to fill the void 
left behind, or to address the digital divide. 
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PART TWO: MAYA HACKERS OF LAKE ATITLÁN 
Chapter Three: Inglés y Computación to Hack Globalization, Economic Class, and the 
Rural/Urban Divide 
 
 During the afternoon I observed an Internet café in central Sololá, there was a lull in the 
stream of customers, and all of the computers sat idle. I sat taking notes on a stool by the 
cashier’s desk, his radio speakers blaring American pop music behind me. The cashier, a young 
man about my age, always wearing t-shirts, spiky-styled hair and a smirk, stepped out from 
behind his desktop screens and began to sweep the tiles of the empty floor. As he cleaned, he 
made small talk, specifically asking me about my life in the United States, and told me about his 
family. He and his brothers owned the café, but he was the only one there to run it. He walked 
back to his desktop, logged into Facebook, and showed me pictures of his brother in New York, 
and his other older brother in Miami. He and his brothers web chatted to keep in touch. 
Apparently, many of his relatives had returned from the United States after facing the many 
obstacles immigrants experience. One brother lamented the long workdays for migrant workers, 
and he longed for expensive popular electronics like Apple computers and iPhones. A few of my 
interviewees had such connections to the United States, in ways that exemplified the legacy of a 
historical, economic and political relationship between the two countries. Underlying themes 
surfaced, beyond the clear demographic factors I measured in surveys: geographic origin 
(Guatemalan/U.S., rural/urban) and economic class. The goals and intentions of a local English 
teacher, and those of the founder of an internet service provider, led me to see them as economic-
oriented Maya hackers. They sought to address inequality experienced by poor, rural 
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Guatemalans through language training and ICT access, which had become tools of mobility 
under the U.S.-centered globalized economic system. 
 The current conditions that led Guatemalan immigrants like my interviewee’s brothers to 
migrate to the United States are entrenched in their home country’s social, political and 
economic turmoil, much of which is related to a history of U.S.-Guatemalan relations. Early 20th 
Century Guatemala was in economic crisis, and indigenous Guatemalans were forced to work on 
plantations by unjust debt systems and vagrancy laws implemented by President Jorge Ubico 
(Wilkinson 2002: 98-99). After the 1944 October Revolution, the Ubico regime was replaced by 
democratically-elected Juan José Arévalo, and his successor was to implement the most radical 
changes that challenged the United Fruit Company and U.S. interests -- agrarian reform 
(Wilkinson 2002: 100). Schlesinger’s (1982) landmark historical work revealed Cold War 
reasoning behind the resulting CIA-orchestrated military coup, which overthrew the 
democratically elected President Jacobo Arbenz Guzmán in 1954. For the remaining few decades 
of the Cold War, Guatemala was ruled by a series of U.S.-aided autocratic governments. In the 
lengthy, extremely destructive Civil War that followed, these military governments led the forces 
that fought against guerrilla groups and massacred Maya civilians well into the 1980s. Many 
workers from Guatemala and El Salvador had worked in American industries before this time 
period, but “massive Central American migration to the United States began in the 1980s,” 
during this unrest (Menjívar 2006: 1010). In post-war Guatemala, still one of the most violent 
and corrupt countries of the region, insecurity is still a motivating factor for emigration. 
However, economic motivations are intertwined with the immigration issue. 
UN research reported that Guatemala still has not recovered economically from this 
extensive transnational history. In 2003, the UNDP report described how “a lack of growth joins 
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a persistent feature in the economy and in Guatemalan society: inequality. Guatemala remains 
among the countries with a higher level of income concentration in the world” (Rodas 2003: 11).  
The thousands of deportations of undocumented Guatemalan immigrants in the United States 
sparked outrage in the country whose population remained widely impoverished. As cited by 
political scientist Dinorah Azpuru (2012), during 2008-2012 President Álvaro Colom responded 
by pointing to the 12% of Guatemala’s GDP that came from remittances sent by Guatemalan 
immigrants in the United States, and others contended that deportees often become involved with 
criminal activities in gangs when confronted by the high unemployment rate in Guatemala (414).  
This historical background gives context to the more general, economy-related free response 
commentary on my Internet-access questionnaires. For example, one respondent said that there 
are local Internet providers, but it costs money to log on. Another simply wrote “no tengo 
dinero,” he does not have the money, and explained the societal issue of illiteracy with the 
comment “we don’t have finances, we cannot study.” A 64-year-old ladina woman explained 
that illiteracy is a problem in Sololá because “the majority of people have scarce economic 
resources.” One elderly participant saw the Internet as a positive opportunity for the Guatemalan 
economy, as a “very important invention for commerce, industry, agriculture; it is an easy means 
for communication with foreigners, especially.” The intersection of economic opportunity, 
literacy, modernization and international communication was a prominent theme in my interview 
with a local English teacher who had been an immigrant in the United States. 
When I was first exploring Sololá’s urban streets, climbing up the steep narrow sidewalk 
from the school districts toward the park, my eye was drawn to a series of gaudy, brightly printed 
banner ads for English lessons. As I walked, they multiplied, covering more and more wall 
space, and I would have ignored them if it was not for one particular poster that grabbed my full 
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attention. In badly stretched WordArt, surrounded by ClipArt U.S. flags, I read: “ENGLISH 
AND COMPUTING ACADEMY, NORTH AMERICAN TEACHERS! ADULTS AND KIDS!” 
(See Figure 3 below, my translation). This was the only sign that included “computing,” and I 
grew curious -- what could be the connection between English and computing skills? Following 
the direction of the signs led me to a residential alleyway, and then to the front door of a town 
house. There I was greeted by a tall, tired-looking man, the owner of the informal school/tutoring 
business.  He spoke in lightly accented English, sounding somewhat annoyed, and I realized that 
he might have been sleeping. Thankfully, he agreed to speak with me about his experience, and 
the reasoning behind his teaching: economic mobility. 
 
 
Images 6&7. Banner and poster ads for English lessons. Altered to hide identifying information. 
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 The English teacher, Mr. Vincent (pseudonym), believed that English and computing 
(including Internet use) are two tools that modernize business internationally, and that the related 
skills increase job opportunities for students. He learned these skills when he lived in the 
Midwestern United States, around the late 1980s-1990s, and 2000. He started working in 
restaurants, then eventually worked in a Hispanic Center helping other immigrants find work. 
When he moved back to Guatemala with his family, he was hired by a call center in Guatemala 
City, speaking English. He connected the call centers to the earlier theme of disparities in 
technology skills by age: 
I wish there were more call centers in the towns, the states of this country. When I used to 
work there, I was one of five, in the whole group of maybe 300, that was my age (35 
years) and up. The rest were youngsters, youngsters who have access to technology that 
puts them at a different economic level. 
Call centers were a product of the globalized economy in urban Guatemala, specifically taking 
advantage of English-speaking workers, many of whom are U.S. deportees. O’Neill (2012) 
described the system as “nakedly opportunistic,” describing how multinational corporations were 
“cornering the global market on what has come to be known as nearshoring” (24). These centers 
often pay the transnational, young, urban employees more than Guatemalan doctors, lawyers and 
professors (O’Neill 2012: 24). 
Vincent later moved to the much smaller, more indigenous town of Sololá, which 
appeared to be much more isolated and traditional in his opinion. He expressed a disappointment 
in the education system that echoed my conversation with the private school director: 
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If you go to the city, all of the jobs that are well paid have something to do with 
computers in English. The truth is, being a town that is isolated from the big city … 
[considering] how these people have seen education, [the English Academy] is a project 
that has, you know, moved slowly …We live in a country where like 80%, 90% are poor. 
We still have the same curriculum, we still have the same classes, 50, 60 years ago. 
He opened the school to help people modernize and “change themselves,” or “see the importance 
of changing,” in the increasingly globalized system. 
 The center worked with students daily, and at the time had about 30-40 regular 
customers. He had hired teachers from the United States to tutor them, but they often charged 
more than locals. He emphasized that he kept the prices affordable and targeted underprivileged 
youth -- for every five students, they gave a scholarship. These students have “a hunger for 
knowledge,” but do not have the money to pay for lessons. It has also been expensive to try to 
open a legitimate academy in an apparently corrupt government system: “To open a school you 
have to bribe so many people. … ‘Yeah, go on Facebook, talk, chat, that’s it, but don’t get an 
education.’” He then brought up a point that I had also read in the comment section of my 
questionnaires, that “there should be more [public] establishments that offer free computer 
courses … education should not be a privilege. If it is a privilege, then how the hell are we going 
to take this country up?” Four questionnaire participants had similar critiques, expressing the 
need for “public learning centers for the Internet, exclusively for older people or those with few 
resources,” and asserting that the government does not care about rural areas, when it “should 
give access to all of the population or lower the prices.” I was reminded of the decline of Nutzij, 
an organization that filled this gap with an emphasis on challenging gender and ethnic inequality. 
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In contrast, Vincent seemed to emphasize job skills to fit within the contemporary transnational 
division of labor. 
 The accessibility of skills necessary to fit into the global workforce depended on 
economic resources, as well as the infrastructure of a location. Commentary on my 
questionnaires seemed to agree with Vincent. For example, six participants gave comments 
related to the utility and modernizing qualities of the Internet in their lives, both educationally 
and professionally. Six other responses, however, indicated that it was difficult to use the 
Internet because of problems with their connections, that there was “no coverage,” or a “bad 
signal.” Rural, sparsely populated areas, such as the majority of the hamlets under the 
jurisdiction of Sololá, often do not have the same ICT infrastructure as urban centers. The third 
business owner I interviewed, Carlos Tzul, was an Internet service provider working to bring 
coverage to these neglected regions. His business, MayaNet, was headquartered in the bustling 
tourist center of Panajachel, neighboring Sololá. 
 I met Tzul in a café in Panajachel, down the street from the busy tourist-oriented shop 
windows and MayaNet headquarters. He arrived wearing a tan MayaNet polo, straight black, 
wispy hair back in a ponytail, and a warm smile. He gave the interview in Spanish and English, 
but he could also speak his native K’iche. Like Vincent, Tzul briefly lived in the United States in 
the late 1990s. He spent three months in San Francisco, working for a technology company and 
helping Stanford professors with their K’iche pronunciation. He founded MayaNet in 1998, soon 
after coming back to Guatemala: 
We just had an Internet, kind of like the first one [in the region] in those days. And little 
by little we [started] to fix computers and work on computers, working like IT, phone 
calls and Internet. That is how we started, and we still do that, but now we have been able 
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to send Internet to areas where nobody has it. Like Cerro de Oro, [and we] are getting 
close to Santiago. 
Tourist destinations around Lake Atitlán, like Panajachel and San Pedro, as well as the urban 
centers of Santiago and Sololá, already have the physical infrastructure for Internet access. Tzul 
sells and installs fiber and satellite connections in regions outside of these hubs, which are 
largely ignored and marginalized by major providers such as Claro, Tigo and Telefonica. He has 
worked with the municipality of Sololá, to help install public WiFi in the government buildings 
and central park, and intends to work with the surrounding, smaller areas. 
 It is significant that MayaNet works to close the digital divide between urban and rural 
regions because rural populations tend to be both impoverished and indigenous. Over 66% of 
Sololá’s population lived in rural areas (Honorable 2002: 21). The United Nations reported that 
“after Belize and Haiti, Guatemala is the Latin American country with the highest percentage of 
rural population (61%),” and the bottom 20% of the low income population is associated with 
this sector (Rodas 2003: 11). According to interview participants, this population does not have 
the same material access to the Internet. For example, teachers at the public school of urban 
Sololá emphasized the disparities in computing experience between rural and urban students. 
One teacher described how the urban area is more connected, because “in the center of town, 
yes, there are many Internet places. But many [students] live very far away and don’t have 
access. They don’t have a computer at home.” Some interviewees linked geography and 
education with gender and language -- the more rural and isolated an area, the more monolingual 
Kaqchikel speakers lived there. Another teacher described the difficulty with ICT experienced by 
“Maya students who speak a Maya language, more than other sociocultural factors.” A teacher at 
the private school described how rural girls who have to work during the day cannot take night 
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classes, because it is “too far … they are little, and it is dangerous to be alone at night… they 
cannot access going to school, and less access the Internet, tablets, computers.” This isolation of 
rural areas may be attributable to a lack of resources and infrastructure. 
 Tzul’s model seemed to function well in these rural areas because he is an insider with 
the ICT experiences of the lake communities. This strategy was a clear business model; he 
snowballed potential clients from areas known to lack infrastructure, and therefore must lack 
competition from other service providers. This model worked around the coverage of 
international ICT monopolies of the Americas, and targeted the poorest, underserved regions. In 
this way, he has appropriated technology expertise attained in the United States to work within 
an indigenous Maya region of Guatemala, and worked to address inequalities formed by the 
asymmetrical political and economic relationship between these countries. Tzul conceded that 
even if he could bring physical access to the Internet to a region in need, a lack of computer 
skills and education might still prevent a population from fully utilizing it. The above strategies 
and goals employed by MayaNet and the English Academy suggested that Nelson’s (1996) 
definition of Maya hackers would be useful, but there were a few reasons why I hesitated to 
classify them as hackers. 
 Tzul and Vincent fit part of Nelson’s (1996) depiction of the Maya hacker. They are 
among a “critical mass of educated indigenous people,” challenging the state and ladino-
dominated power structure through the appropriation of new technologies, possible with modern 
“shifts in the transnational economy that increasingly emphasize the information economy, and 
technological changes that have made relevant hard- and software increasingly available” 
(Nelson 1996: 294). They seemed to be similar to the information facilitators of colonial 
Guatemala, working between the native population and Spanish conquistadors to translate the 
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hegemonic ideology. English, computing and Internet access may be tools of assimilation, like 
the Spanish language and Catholic religion; they offered “entry into the cash economy,” and 
“escape from the stigma of indigenous identity” (Nelson 1996: 292). However, they are not 
colonizers themselves -- as Maya hackers, they are using the opportunity to create “spaces for 
themselves inside the state,” that had previously excluded the indigenous (Nelson 1996: 294). 
From a less optimistic perspective, the teacher and Tzul could be seen as opportunistic 
businessmen, like small-scale, local versions of the multinational corporations that installed call 
centers to take advantage of market conditions. It is also important to note that they were 
advantaged and privileged, as multilingual, U.S. trained males. 
 Two decades ago, Nelson made the significant point that Maya hackers are often male. 
She explained that “the less heroic aspects of hackerdom -- specifically the gender politics -- are 
also too easily transferable to the Mayan nationalist movement. Women are almost completely 
absent in both communities” (Nelson 1996: 302). Tzul and Vincent’s considerably business-
centric tactics also brought to mind the fact that the indigenous, especially indigenous women, 
are historically excluded from the economic sphere in Guatemala. For example, Ehlers’ (2000) 
investigation during the 1970s-1980s of another town in the Western Highlands depicted how 
Maya women experienced further economic marginalization with the region’s integration into 
the transnational market system. Motivated by this knowledge, I also pursued interviewees from 
organizations that specifically aimed to address a gendered digital divide. The following section 
includes my findings from encounters with a Maya cultural association and two women’s groups 
that were more clearly Maya hackers working to disseminate cultural knowledge in a 
contemporary context. 
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Chapter Four: Venturing to El Tablón and Panajachel: Maya Hackers and Indigenous 
Organizations 
 
Image 8. Picture taken during Grupo Sotz’il Jay’s performance 
 
            On a gray morning in late July, I stood with three other students waiting for a rented van, 
guided by our U.S. professor, to take us up the highway into El Tablón. I was familiar with the 
area because Alicia, the former Nutzij volunteer, had taken me to the district in Sololá before -- 
but this time I journeyed through the milpas of the opposite side of the highway. We parked at 
the edge of one of these fields, and wound our way through a path among the stalks that led us to 
a newly built, dusty white auditorium. The auditorium itself was cold and dark, with only a few 
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sun beams penetrating the concrete ceiling. It was vast and empty, aside from the 20 students of 
our field school, seated together and shivering on the hard steps. Flickering, orange light came 
from the ring of candles at the center of the room, arranged among familiar musical instruments 
such as the marimba and drums. We came to see a performance of traditional music, dance and 
theater by the local Centro Cultural Sotz’il Jay (Bat House Cultural Center), a group of young 
indigenous artists dedicated to the development and diffusion of Maya Kaqchikel culture. The 
performance included the beautiful depiction of the Maya calendar Oxlajuj B'aqtun, with dancers 
and musicians acting as forces of harmony in the universe, wearing elaborate handmade 
costumes stitched with the skills passed down through generations (See Image 8 above). 
 As the performance concluded, students were encouraged to ask questions of the director 
and actors. Some viewers bought their CD, inquired about their published book, and were 
referred to their website, gruposotzil.org, for further questions about Sotz’il’s work. We could 
also “like” their Facebook page, which was updated daily with images from their performances 
and updates about their involvement in the community. Their Facebook linked to Vimeo and 
YouTube videos, published to their own channel to provide visual and audio recordings of their 
art, viewed both abroad and nationally. One student asked if their work was appreciated as much 
by locals as it was by foreigners. The performers answered that they were deeply involved with 
the local community, but it had been troubling growing up in a context where Maya art and 
cosmology were not included in the mainstream education system. 
Superficially, this performance and discussion seemed to be more relevant to 
anthropology students studying Maya music, dance, and religion than to my concentration of the 
digital divide. However, I was interested in how Sotz’il questioned such a dichotomy, between 
indigenous cultural tradition and modern technology. They had masterfully utilized 
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contemporary tools of social media to reproduce and distribute their content, while staying 
faithful to their mission of promoting Kaqchikel knowledge and culture. They were Maya 
hackers, supporting education, research and performance in Sololá. Yet, once again, the 
characteristics of such hackers resurfaced when another student asked the single female 
performer, in a cast of six, what it was like to travel and perform in a group of men. She laughed 
and asserted that they were a family. The group acknowledged that they had lost previous female 
members, and were currently pursuing new artists to even out the gender representation of 
Sotz’il. My experience speaking with the cultural group, as well as two other organizations 
focusing on women’s rights in the region, reaffirmed the multidimensional nature of the 
experience of the digital divide in Sololá.  
Conversations around McGrath’s “Techno Madonna” (Figure 1 in Introduction) revealed 
contrasting themes relating to ICT and religious tradition, which helped me comprehend how 
participants saw the impact of technology in their lives. I used the painting as an interview 
prompt for 14 participants, including Mr. Vincent, Carlos Tzul, two members of Sotz’il and other 
conveniently sampled participants. Their responses to McGrath’s mix of technology-related and 
religious (Christian) imagery brought out the theme of modernity. Of the 14, seven participants 
described religious tradition and modern technology as a binary, or opposites working against 
each other. A ladina college student explained that technology “can be evolution but it can also 
be decadence. I think that it is true that technology can be favored today, but we have to center 
ourselves around what is important, like family, studies, nature, relationships, traditions and 
customs.” A young male participant studying computer science discussed the contradiction 
between his view of Catholicism and technology, articulating that the painting “shows that we 
think that through technology we can communicate with her [the Madonna], but it is not like 
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that. Technology is not a way that we can communicate with the Virgin, like this.” Vincent, who 
did not identify with formal religion, gestured at the painting and immediately stated that “we’ve 
got to get past that [religion] … You have to let go of the old stuff, let in the new stuff.” He went 
on to say that Christians could see the painting as sacrilegious -- “If you see it from a religious 
perspective, it would be a negative thing. If you see it from a technology perspective, this 
[religion] will still be a barrier. It hasn’t been prosperous together yet.” These perspectives 
placed culture and technology in conflict, emphasizing the importance of one over the other in 
the participant’s overall life. 
A few other interview participants took stances closer to McGrath’s original intentions, 
paralleling the influence of new technology with that of religion in the Americas. One older 
indigenous female interviewee believed the Internet came from God, that “through these sciences 
that God gave to man, so many people can know things that we have never seen, and this is 
good.” Carlos Tzul, whose business (MayaNet) is dedicated to spreading access to the Internet, 
interpreted the painting and its religious themes relatively negatively. He saw the potential for 
the Catholic Church, which came to Guatemala with Spanish colonialists “500 years ago and 
[said] ‘in the name of God we are going to take your land, and you’re gonna be slaves,’” to once 
again use new tools for further control of the population. Tzul continued: 
 Now with technology … they will come to you - send you an email, listen to the radio, 
go to the web … the idea is to get close to you. … That’s what I see here. There’s going 
to be one way to keep manipulating. Not just here, but all over the world, I think. 
A member of Sotz’il was more ambivalent about the positive and negative aspects of technology, 
and repeated this theme of cultural imperialism via the Internet mirroring actual colonialism. 
According to him, “the negative could be that it [technology] is separating us from the spiritual 
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part.” He recognizes the Virgin as a part of a “universal culture that is trying to erase other 
smaller cultures.” Such participants placed technology and religion on some kind of negative to 
positive spectrum based on who is empowered by either theme. This could demonstrate an inner 
conflict in Sololatecans who see new technology negatively, as a challenge to their belief 
systems and customs, which could result in a lack of Internet use. 
 One last conversation sparked by the painting gave a unique perspective challenging the 
binary assumptions of most participants. Another Kaqchikel Maya artist in Sotz’il looked at 
“Techno Madonna” and and stated that it “is like the evolution of humanity, or the spiritual 
essence of a certain culture, in this case Christian. It is not negative or positive, it is living 
today.” John (pseudonym) questioned the hegemonic view that spirituality and science are 
separate: 
The Maya culture goes both ways, because the Maya culture is spiritual, but is also 
scientific in the mathematical, astronomical, architectural, sense. I feel that that is what 
humanity needs to comprehend. … We know in the historical level, in Western culture, 
there is conflict between spirituality and science. For us, this does not have an impact 
because we are very good with [both], they go hand in hand, there is no conflict, I 
believe, in this image. Simply for us it goes together, it is natural. 
By generalizing from Christianity to spirituality, and connecting with Maya cosmology, this 
interviewee touched on the historical marginalization of the indigenous as religious and therefore 
traditional, rather than modern and progressive. This view could be dangerous, as it justified the 
erasure of specific peoples from the nation-state for the sake of progress and capitalist 
development in Guatemala. Maya hackers, faced with disadvantages like the digital divide 
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between the indigenous and others, worked through indigenous movements and organizations 
like Sotz’il to challenge hegemonic perspectives. 
 Before I go into detail about my interviews with Sotz’il and the women’s groups Oxlajuj 
B’atz and Waqxaqi’ Kan, greater context about indigenous organizations is necessary. 
Academics across disciplines investigated the various ways Maya activists, intellectuals, teachers 
and organizers confronted popular myths about their culture that are embedded in the globalized, 
U.S.-centered economy. Emilio del Valle Escalante (2009), theorist of Latin American literature 
and cultural studies, examines the discourse of indigenous texts and social movements, such as 
literature and testimonial narratives of the Maya movement. He argues that  
...contemporary Maya narratives promote nationalisms based on the reaffirmation of 
Maya ethnicity and languages that constitute what it means to be Maya in present-day 
society, as well as political-cultural projects oriented toward the future. (Del Valle 
Escalante 2) 
In response to the coloniality of the global economic system and historical marginalization, 
Maya activists have challenged hegemonic, non-indigenous made narratives about “modernity, 
history, nation, and cultural identity as these relate to the indigenous world” (Del Valle Escalante 
2). Anthropologist Wattle E. Little and colleagues (2009) used various ethnographies to question 
the representation of Mayas as passive victims. Maya individuals have agency, as they “organize 
politically, socially, and economically to lead productive and hopeful lives,” within a violent, 
oppressive and contradictory “state that appears to encourage Mayan cultural expression on one 
hand and fails to address economic and political inequity on the other hand” (Little et al. 2009: 6-
7). In one example, the authors described how indigenous vendors in postwar Antigua organized 
socially and politically against ladino opposition; another chapter described the women’s 
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cooperatives of Guatemala City working for women’s empowerment through programs focusing 
on jobs, childcare, health, and education (Little et al. 2009: 60, 82).  
Archaeologists and anthropological researchers Smith & Ward (2000) predicted the 
potential utilization of new technology like the Internet for these indigenous organizations 
around the globe, challenging “the stereotype that Indigenous societies ‘live in the past’ and are 
unable to shape their culture to adjust to new challenges and situations” (9). For example, in an 
examination of Maori filmmakers, anthropologist Faye Ginsberg articulated that cultural activists 
(like Maya hackers) saw media production as a tool for indigenous self-determination and 
expression, and utilized circulating ICT like the Internet to create “transnational networks of 
Indigenous media-makers and activists” (Smith & Ward 2000: 30). Maya archaeologist Patricia 
A. McAnany (2015) and colleagues discussed how their grassroots mapping projects, InHerit and 
The Alliance, have been valuable to local populations as opportunities to gain and utilize 
technological skills and potentially “improve the quality of life, economy, and environment of 
their community” (18). I believe that the above works and their analyses of indigenous 
movements have framed the essential purposes of the Maya organizations where I interviewed. 
These groups were a part of a community that faced the systematic economic, political, and 
social marginalization that I described earlier -- but they are a significant manifestation of local 
agency to address inequality in their communities. In addition, as Maya hackers, organizers are 
appropriating the Internet to support their goals and establish transnational ties. 
 Days before viewing their performance with my class, I sat with two members of Grupo 
Sotz’il, discussing their organization and how they used their website to promote their work. 
They were a center of research, creation and promotion of Maya art. In addition to museological 
and literary research, they depended on extensive oral tradition, telling me “it is constant 
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communication with elders and ancestors, that is what has strengthened us.” They have created 
their own knowledge and art, to transmit this research, history and ideas to their public. This art 
has included music, dance, visual art, and theater. They also create their costumes and 
instruments. Another significant aspect of the group is promotion. They promote “what we 
create, what we research, through our artistic presentations in the communities, to different 
ethnicities, at the national [and international] level.” This includes performances like the one I 
witnessed, as well as art workshops, interviews with students like myself, and collaboration with 
political and social activist groups. They advocate for Maya knowledge to be included in the 
local school curriculum, because “it is a problem that the educational system does not include 
what is part of culture, like art and worldview and spirituality. They don’t live it, the young ones, 
they don’t teach them in their context.” Being “carriers of ancestral wisdom” for these new 
generations was an essential goal for Sotz’il. 
 John, the leading member of the group who gave the intriguing interpretation of “Techno 
Madonna,” described how technology like the Internet was sometimes necessary for their 
operations and those of the local community, and saw it as a continuation of ancestral traditions 
and beliefs. He asserted that 
We always look for this communication between cultures and ethnicities, ancestral 
knowledge is very open to other knowledge and people. More spiritually, ancestors were 
always open to connecting with other energies. Basically, what is Web and Internet, it is a 
concrete version of something they have done before. 
This resonates with the work of Smith & Ward (2000), who described how indigenous 
communities of the world have historically engaged in cross-cultural communications, forming 
extensive connections that new technologies could amplify. The Sotz’il artist saw the Internet 
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and technology in general as beneficial for the community, and good for cultural and educational 
development. However, he also described, using an intersectional lens, how local youth have 
experienced a digital divide. 
The lack of economic resources and political influence prevented the full access 
necessary to learn to use new technologies in rural areas like El Tablón. He compared this 
necessary knowledge to his knowledge of Maya instruments, as a tool for cultural expression and 
revitalization: 
Really, this [lack of Internet access] is a disadvantage. If they would access it, it would be 
a part of life, and they would know how to use it like how we use an instrument. We 
know it, take care of it, we know its origin. It is the same with this type of tool…. Really 
technology should not be something strange for us, rather it is something in this moment 
that grandparents and ancestors dominated in another way. 
Because of the isolation, illiteracy and poverty of the rural Sololatecan community around 
Centro Cultural Sotz’il Jay, they do not use the Internet for most local community outreach. 
Rather, this technology is more often used for research, or to communicate nationally and 
internationally, in order to establish networks of information exchange. 
 Earlier in the 1990s, while researching Maya culture, the artists I interviewed began using 
the Internet to view anthropological research papers and videos online. It was a way to bridge 
international digital divide, since it is “much easier to download documents than to buy a book 
for example… or we could not buy it because it did not exist in our country,” explained the 
leading Sotz’il member. But the principal use of the Internet, manifesting as their WordPress 
blog (see Image 9 below), was the widespread promotion of their art. They were known locally, 
“but, if we wanted the power to be known at the national level, and the global level” they needed 
58 
 
a web page. They share their uploaded videos and recorded music and communicated through 
the page. It is a cheaper way to make international calls, and therefore helps establish 
partnerships and contacts abroad. For example, the website operator partnered with a friend in 
Spain who helped edit the group’s Spanish content. Their Facebook allowed for more frequent 
updates, helping to connect them with the many Guatemalans who have joined the social 
networking site. Nelson (1996) wrote about how as ICT became more widely available, Maya 
hackers remained in contact with international organizations through e-mail and faxes; 20 years 
later, they engage in globalized communication through the dominant social media and blogging 
sites of the 21st century (293). Furthermore, technology is not only more accessible, but it is 
described as a necessity for the promotion of such organizations. My interview with another 
organization that exemplified Maya social media promotion, one with significantly more female 
membership and involvement, took me back to Panajachel. 
 
Image 9. Screenshot of Sotz’il Jay’s blog, gruposotzil.org/qasamaj-nuestro-trabajo 
 After speaking to Nutzij and Sotz’il, and the Internet-related businesses, I was struck by 
the dwindling representation of female Maya hackers, and began searching for women’s 
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organizations in general. This was how I ended up back on the busy tourist-filled street, 
Santander, in sunny central Panajachel, blocks from MayaNet headquarters. This time, I stood in 
the doorway of a women’s organization, in their small storefront. As I waited, I browsed their 
clean, tightly organized selection of textiles and gifts -- bags, paintings, coin purses, scarves, 
laptop cases, DVDs, ties, etc. laid neatly on shelves and tables, each with its own custom tag, 
labeled with a price and the name of the artist. When I arrived, another U.S. student working as 
an intern immediately recognized me, and left to retrieve my interviewee. She disappeared 
behind the shelves into an attached office made up of around seven connected desks, filled with 
women in traje working on laptops. The woman I would speak to, who was actually from 
Chuacruz in Sololá, came outside and took me upstairs. We sat on the porch of the second floor, 
on garden furniture that she moved out of the bright sunlight. She was a young adult, wearing a 
straight black ponytail and a dark red Sololá huipil (blouse). She spoke to me as a representative 
of Oxlajuj B’atz (Thirteen Threads), as well as her local cooperative, Waqxaqi’ Kan (The 8th 
Weaving Day). 
 
Image 11. Screenshot of Oxlajuj B’atz’s Facebook page 
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Oxlajuj B’atz was a Maya organization that coordinated and empowered women’s 
weaving cooperatives around Lake Atitlán. Through this store, doubling as an office space and 
headquarters, they conducted informal educational workshops on artisan and product 
development, democracy and team building, health and well-being, and small business 
development. They sell fair trade artesanía (crafts) from the various associated cooperatives. 
One particular program that piqued my interest was called the Programa Mujeres Mayas Jóvenes 
(The Young Maya Women’s Program), which aimed to give essential work experience and 
promote university study to recently graduated indigenous women from rural areas, including 
commercial skills like community organization, accounting, administration, and computing. 
They challenged the global economic system that marginalized female small business owners 
(e.g. Ehlers 200) by collective organizing and fair trade commerce, which exemplifies the agency 
and empowerment of the Maya movement in Guatemala (e.g. Little et al. 2009). 
They also utilized new technology like the Internet in a manner similar to the predictions 
of Smith & Ward (2000). I obtained much of the general information about Oxlajuj B’atz from a 
quick glance at their WordPress blog, which also led me to the recent events posted to their 
Facebook page (See Image 10 above). I even followed their Pinterest, a social media site that is 
more popular with women who browse and purchase such products. Like Sotz’il, Oxlajuj B’atz 
appropriated the necessary ICT for the promotion of their specific cultural interests, within a 
greater indigenous movement. The volunteer page of their blog was in English, representing the 
transnational, multilingual networks that the organization built. They were female Maya hackers-
-they do exist! However, this organization was based in the urban hub of Panajachel, and I came 
to speak to Gabriela (pseudonym) about the cooperative in her hometown, the rural hamlet of 
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Chuacruz, Sololá. I could not find a website for Waqxaqi’ Kan, and had to obtain this 
information in person -- offline. 
Waqxaqi’ Kan is an example of a women’s development association that was empowered 
by Oxlajuj B’atz in a context of historical marginalization and violence, but additional 
overlapping factors such as age, education, economic resources and the rural/urban divide 
prevent them from having an online presence. The cooperative began in 1985, when a small 
group of Civil War widows from Chuacruz, organized to use weaving to provide for their 
children. The group moved into an office building with land for agricultural use, and expanded to 
become an official organization. Their services included the sale of woven products and guided 
tours to demonstrate operations and weaving practices. However, their development had been 
largely offline due to its location in a technologically “withdrawn” community. Gabriela 
explained that “[they] have computers, but [they] do not have Internet access and nobody uses 
it.” She believed access was important to the community she served, but Waqxaqi’ Kan did not 
have the money to provide an Internet center or Internet café in the community. She described 
how much of the responsibility for supporting the organization fell on the shoulders of young 
members like herself, who were more likely to have computing skills. She commuted to 
Panajachel to work with Oxlajuj B’atz, using ICT to circulate, publish and revise the 
association’s work. Meanwhile, back in Chuacruz “the majority of the women [association 
members] are older, and they do not know how to read or write, as they are illiterate,” and 
subsequently digitally illiterate as well. An intersectional lens reveals the overlapping pressure 
and responsibility experienced by this young, indigenous, rural, and female interviewee from 
Sololá. 
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Through quantitative questionnaires and qualitative interviews in previous sections, I 
discovered a digital divide based on factors such as age, ethnicity and gender, embedded in 
unjust historical circumstances within Guatemala. I spoke to individuals who were aware of this 
disparity, and some had taken the initiative to start businesses in response to this unequal access 
to material access and access to knowledge. These Maya hackers in leading nonprofit 
organizations, however, were representations of the indigenous movements of the past decades. 
They showed how new technology like the Internet could be utilized in a contemporary way to 
challenge culturally specific marginalization. Their perspectives were not cyber-utopian because 
they acknowledged the socioeconomic context around Internet use in Sololá. The potential flaws 
of organizations like Sotz’il, which had only one female artist, were manifestations of persistent 
inequality and underrepresentation still experienced by Guatemalans today. There are women’s 
organizations like Oxlajuj B’atz that utilize the advantages of Internet access to counter gendered 
marginalization, but it could be worth investigating the full extent of Internet use in women’s 
organizations across the region. Organizations in rural, underserved regions like Chuacruz might 
continue to be left behind technologically if social issues outside of Internet access are not 
addressed. My concluding chapter will provide a fuller analysis of all of these findings and 
propose avenues for further research. 
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ANALYSIS & CONCLUSION 
 
 As I analyzed the findings from my investigation, my mind returned to the overlapping 
themes and interpretations of Patrick McGrath Muñíz’s painting, “Techno Madonna.” The piece 
could clearly represent the ambivalence described by interviewees, whose experience of new 
technology like the Internet is multidimensional, seemingly both positive and negative. The 
gallery label leaned toward an optimistic interpretation that I saw as relatively cyber-utopian -- 
information and communication technology was the new sphere of human thought, and it could 
liberate the marginalized in a revolutionary, god-like way. I felt that this viewpoint ignored the 
obvious colonial themes that could be interpreted much more negatively. Much like the outright 
imperialism of Spanish conquistadors that forced Catholicism on the local Maya population as a 
tool of control and erasure, the Internet could be a tool of the United States to enforce global 
hegemony through cultural imperialism. My results did not support a single side in this debate. 
Instead, they reinforced John’s interpretation of the painting as quoted in the previous chapter: 
“It is the evolution of humanity … It is not negative or positive, it is living today.” The advent of 
the Internet was not good or bad, rather it was a reality embedded in the human culture and 
society that created and utilized it. Its accessibility, varying in the form of a digital divide, 
reflected the greater inequality experienced by the local and global populations. However, as 
shown by the Maya hackers I spoke to, even the most historically impoverished and oppressed 
social groups could actively challenge their marginalization using foreign technology in new, 
culturally specific ways.  
The experiences described by interviewees and questionnaire participants have 
demonstrated a digital divide in Sololá, and an intersectional lens helped illustrate the local 
64 
 
multidimensional experiences of this divide. Internet access was increasingly materially 
available in Sololá, especially the urban hub of Internet cafés and cell phone coverage, but due to 
these various interconnected social factors, not all residents of Sololá had equal opportunities to 
utilize it. Sololá was indigenous (mostly Maya Kaqchikel) and mostly rural, indicators that 
corresponded to poverty, low levels of education, and gender inequality. Younger participants 
across social groups in quantitative surveys indicated much more access to the Internet, but key 
disparities reflected by my data and those of the United Nations indicated that ethnic and gender 
inequality have continued regardless of age in this region of Guatemala. Time and the passive 
acceptance of new technology would not solve the huge disparities experienced by Guatemalans 
today. Interviewees reinforced the concept that a local and global social context is a significant 
aspect of technology access, pointing to discriminatory education systems and corrupt 
governments, and a wider transnational economic system that favored non-indigenous, mobile 
English speakers with access to more resources. Such qualities were not usually associated with 
Maya women, who were more often impoverished and isolated according to the UN 
Development Programme, and would have therefore benefited from gender-conscious programs 
such as Nutzij and Oxlajuj B’atz. 
Considering the above, I imagined the intersectionality in the lived experiences of the 
typical older, poor, rural indigenous women who lived in Sololá. For example, one questionnaire 
participant who did not use the Internet commented that she had a connection in the household, 
but her three children used it. Her children could have used the Internet both for recreation and in 
their studies in urban Sololá, but if she was from a rural hamlet, she might have had fewer 
educational opportunities growing up as a geographically and culturally-isolated girl, and 
therefore would have limited mobility in the age of new technology. If she ever pursued 
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computing skills, there would have been little material infrastructure in her home town for her to 
use, and she might not be able to afford the rates offered by Internet cafés in town. Nutzij, the 
only female-volunteer-operated Maya community Café Internet in the region, had closed and 
both ICT businesses and Maya activist groups still appeared overwhelmingly male. Her ladina 
peers, however, might have had the resources to afford their own devices as well as higher 
education that included computing and English courses, and therefore could have experienced 
less perceivable gendered disadvantage and greater mobility within the global capitalist system.  
This image of systematic disadvantage may seem grim, but the presence of these 
conscious, active interviewees and study participants helped this investigation avoid a lens of 
victimization. A woman like the one imagined in the example above could potentially take a bus 
to Panajachel and take a workshop at Oxlajuj B’atz, taught by an approachable female Maya 
hacker of her own ethnic group. Gabriela, the representative from Waqxaqi’ Kan, exemplified 
the intersectional experience of such hackers. As a woman from Chuacruz, she was connected to 
a history and context of gendered violence aimed toward the indigenous in the Civil War. Her 
women’s cooperative worked against this ethnic marginalization, while also countering gendered 
economic exclusion. Gabriela was also an example of rural youth actively pursuing economic 
opportunities, using ICT as a tool. John and Sotz’il Jay emphasized that their website and online 
communication was only one of many deeply-rooted cultural tools that could be utilized to 
support the diffusion of Maya Kaqchikel art. Teachers and school directors, the private English 
teacher, and MayaNet’s Carlos Tzul emphasized the educational and economic benefits of 
Internet access and computer skills in an increasingly globalized transnational economic system. 
The multidimensional nature of the Sololatecan experience of new technology manifested in the 
multiple approaches individuals and groups took to address the complex forms of inequality in 
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Guatemala. In the future, I hope that further investigations can supplement my work and 
continue to peel back the layers of the digital divide. 
The constraints of this investigation, specifically the short time span and sampling 
methodology, limited the results and leave room for further investigation. Seven weeks of 
research in Sololá allowed me to scratch the surface of the intersectionality of the digital divide, 
and provide this descriptive and exploratory study. Ideally, I would have had a larger, more 
randomized sample that would overcome the limitations of convenient and snowball sampling.  I 
would like to conduct a longer investigation with extended observations in order to more 
accurately represent the demographics of Sololá, and also portray even more local perspectives 
of the digital divide in this region. For example, I only spoke Spanish and English, so 
participants who spoke only Maya languages were not included. More time and resources would 
open up many additional avenues of investigation that I did not pursue. 
If given more time, I would have extended my systematic observations of significant 
places like the Internet café. Further research could expand my research to cover many Internet 
cafés, over many more days, weeks or months. This could test my theories relating to the 
prevalence of young female users and provide a fuller picture of the range of customers and 
computer use in Sololá as a whole. In addition, this study could be further supplemented by more 
assessment-focused or comparative approaches. I found multiple Maya hackers working to 
alleviate disparities, approaching the issue in very different ways. Another study could probe 
further and assess the effectiveness of these different approaches to community education and 
access. Possible research questions include: Which approaches have affected or benefited the 
most Sololatecans? Which approaches are preferred by the local community, or perceived to be 
the most effective? It could also be useful to employ my own methodology to conduct a 
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comparison between towns and regions. Sololá’s results could be significantly different from the 
tourist center of Panajachel, for example, or the many isolated rural towns like Santa Cruz. There 
is a seemingly endless range of approaches and contexts branching out of the wide topics of the 
digital divide and intersectional inequality. I conducted this investigation hoping that discussions 
on the subject would continue to expand and would begin to foreground the voices of the most 
marginalized. 
My investigation’s intersectional lens has served to reveal how individuals and groups 
have experienced the proliferation of new technology in different ways depending on their 
historically-embedded sociocultural and socioeconomic conditions. This might be useful for 
foreign outsiders, those who had generalized, surface-level perceptions of “traditional” 
indigenous groups and “modern” technologies. Outsiders as well as local insiders familiar with 
the region who intend to integrate information and communication technology in Sololá or other 
marginalized towns, or to address interconnected disadvantages like poverty and illiteracy, might 
utilize this investigation to assess their own efforts. Instead of assuming the inherent common 
good of modernization through new technology, we should recognize its potential reinforcement 
of societal inequalities, in addition to the potential for new culturally-specific benefits. In the 
words of the local university student I interviewed as she inspected “Techno Madonna,” 
technology itself is not intelligent, “it is the person who arms it or disarms it who is intelligent,” 
imbuing it with cultural and historical meaning. 
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APPENDIX 
 
Survey Questions: Organized by Theme 
Category Questions 
Demographics 1.  Gender: 
o Female 
o Male 
o Other: __________ 
2. Age: 
_______ years 
3. Ethnicity: 
o Indigenous 
o Ladino/a 
o Other: __________ 
4. Education: 
o Primary 
o Basic 
o Diversified 
o University 
 
Internet Access 1. Do you use the Internet? 
o Yes 
o No 
2. If you use the Internet, where do you use it the majority of the time? 
o At home 
o Work   
o Internet Cafés 
o School/University 
o Other:  _____________________ 
o I don’t use the Internet 
3. Do you have an Internet connection at home? 
o Yes 
o No 
4. Do you have an Internet connection on a cell phone? 
o Yes 
o No 
5. For how many hours do you use the Internet every day? 
____________ hours 
 
Opinion 1. Do you face difficulties when using the Internet? 
o Yes 
o No 
2. Explain your previous answer: 
3. Do you think Internet should be equally available to the 
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economically and socially disadvantaged? 
o Yes 
o No 
4. Do you think illiteracy is a problem in Sololá? 
o Yes 
o No 
If you have any other comments, please write them here: 
 
Survey Sample Demographics: 
 
 
Gender Count % 
Female 31 48.44 
Male 33 51.56 
Total 64 100 
 
Ethnicity Count % 
Indígena 37 57.81 
Ladino/a 19 29.69 
Other 8 12.50 
Total 64 100 
 
Age (Years) Count % 
18-29 31 48.44 
30+ 32 50.00 
(Blank) 1 1.56 
Total 64 100 
 
Education Count % 
None 4 6.25 
Primary 11 17.19 
Basic 10 15.62 
Diversified 23 35.94 
University 15 23.44 
(Blank) 1 1.56 
Total 64 100 
 
